Academic institutions are currently developing special programs based on the belief that the overall success of universities relies on the integration of diverse population groups. This study investigates the role of the organizational support to lecturers to facilitate the integration of students with high-functioning autism (HFA). A questionnaire was developed and completed by 103 lecturers to examine their attitudes on the best methods for integrating students with HFA in higher education. Both regression and path analysis were performed. The findings show that the university's support is the main factor that influences instructors' beliefs on the best method of integration, either by creating a tolerant atmosphere in the institution or using specially developed teaching methods. Lecturers' positive emotional responses and desire to be familiar with and involved with HFA students influence lecturers' ability to provide effective support to students with HFA.
Introduction
In recent years, the State of Israel has been undergoing a change in its attitude toward individuals with autism spectrum disorder (Avisar, 2010) . This change is primarily manifest in the recognition of these individuals' basic right to a full, productive life, a life of self-realization, and not a life on the margins, outside, but rather their integration into all areas of human endeavor, as part of the right to education and maximum integration in the community and society. Therefore, the community integration and participation in societal life are fundamental values of the highest importance (Officer & Groce, 2009; Ward & Stewart, 2008) . A significant expression of this trend is the Equal Rights for People with Disabilities Law 5758-1998, a law that defines the rights of individuals with disabilities and the obligations of Israeli society to protect these rights.
Similar changes have occurred in most developed countries worldwide in recent decades (Avisar, 2010) . A reflection of this trend is the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliti4es (CRPD), which was adopted by the UN in 2007. Israel ratified the CRPD in September 2012, but in practice included its principles in the Equal Rights for People with Disabilities Law (Ministry of Education website).
Higher education is an essential instrument of social development, and of developing and transmitting formative knowledge. As a key to individual integration in society and in the workplace, the accessibility of the higher education system in Israel is of enormous importance (Avisar, 2010) . Creating an accessible campus for students, lecturers, employees, and visitors depends not only on entry, orientation, and navigation on campus, but also a complete egalitarian right to the totality of services that the campus offers. Usually academic institutions offer a variety of services and human support that create access to and facilitate the maximal integration of individuals into student life (Avisar, 2010) .
The basis of the current study is a case study at Ariel University, which provides support to address the needs of students with autism spectrum disorder, and help them reach their full potential (Program for Integration of High-Functioning Students with Autism, 2014) . The project was initiated in 2008 with two students and currently includes 47 students. Similarly, to other efforts to enhance accessibility for special needs populations and students with disabilities, the goal of the Program is to create equal opportunities to acquire a higher education, create accessibility to learning and social integration, and help acquire tools and skills for independent coping (Program for Integration of High-Functioning Students with Autism, 2014) . The project also serves as a model for other academic institutions in Israel that strive to enhance the adjustment and integration of students with autism spectrum disorder.
This study examines the influence of the described university organizational support for integration on the lecturers' level (Ponomareva, Davidovitch, & Shapira, 2016) . We believe that the organizational support is the factor that has the strongest influence on lecturers' willingness to use a special developed method, or to achieve a tolerant atmosphere in class, for the integration of students with HFA in academic studies.
As found in previous research, there are additional relevant variables for integration, which are included in this study: familiarity with HFA, lecturers' involvement, -emotional response‖ to students with HFA, and regular teaching methods to regular students.
As noted, in our study we focused on the teaching staff's attitudes on the integration of students with HFA in academic studies in Israel. The study may also have practical implications for policymakers, lecturers, and teaching methods in higher education. Some issues are, for example: for policymakers in higher education -the question is whether academic excellence and equal opportunities can go hand in hand; for lecturers -the question is how and to what extent academic teaching should be adapted to special needs populations. Should lecturers help create a classroom tolerant atmosphere that might help students with HFA? And how can lecturers help create a climate of support and self-efficacy that might help students with HFA?
Autism Spectrum Disorder (HFA)
Autism is a developmental neurological disorder that appears as early as the age of 18-36 months (Narasingharao, Pradhan, & Navaneetham, 2017) . The disorder is characterized by broad and severe challenges with three areas of development: social, communications, and behavioural functioning (Delfos, 2005) .
The impact on communications and social functioning is caused by defects in establishing communications or a deficit in social communications. Disordered interactions that are expressed in the use of inappropriate words at inappropriate times, difficulty in maintaining eye contact (Narasingharao, Pradhan, & Navaneetham, 2017) , difficulties in receiving messages from others and developing mutual relations (Delfos, 2005) . Behavioral disorders include repetitive behaviors, aggressive behaviors, irritability, non-compliance, and self-harm. Moreover, other traits include problems with sensory integration, motor problems, anxiety, depression, and language problems. It is therefore unsurprising that individuals with HFA also suffer from various learning disorders (Narasingharao, Pradhan, & Navaneetham, 2017) . The autism spectrum is very broad -and the scale may range from close to normal to very severe. In this study, we focus on students with high-functioning autism who attend higher education. Typically, these students have problems and disabilities in the areas of interpersonal communications, interactions, social adjustment, and imagination; on the other hand, they have normally developed cognitive abilities and adaptive behaviors (excluding social interactions), interest, and curiosity (typically exaggerated and obsessive and focused on a narrow issue or field). High-functioning autism is more prevalent in males than females, at a ratio of 5 to 1. Prevalence of HFA in the general population is 0.36% (Volkmar, 2013) .
Students with HFA sometimes encounter difficulty in coping with the challenges related to studies and leading an independent life as adults (Palmer, 2006) . A person's ability for self-direction based on his or her -inner compass‖ and the acquisition of relevant skills for functioning in various areas of life is the foundation for creating a meaningful and desired life reality. Paradoxically, the high verbal and cognitive skills of graduates with HFA may be misleading and create an erroneous impression that they have no need for external support or assistance. However, experience from the field and various research findings indicate high levels of loneliness, difficulties in decision making, high dependency on family members, and employment in occupations that are not consistent with or do not express their qualifications (Palmer, 2006) . In the absence of a supportive setting in adulthood, professional guidance during higher education studies based on relevant, focused knowledge may be a supportive, guiding factor at such a critical stage in life.
Integration of Students with HFA in Higher Education in Israel
The integration of students with HFA in higher education is of great importance for individuals and for society. Regarding socialization, many of the integration difficulties of students with HFA in society (such as social integration, integration in education, and integration in the labor market) stem from social prejudices and misconceptions. The more students are exposed to students with HFA, the more they develop more tolerant social attitudes and have a more positive impact on the public discourse, both as students and subsequently as adults (Davidovitch, Ponomareva, & Shapiro, 2017) .
Today, most universities that work with individuals with HFA are motivated by a desire to engage in community service. Universities are involved in various degrees in integration of students with HFA and only a small proportion of universities maintain university-wide professional support services (Davidovitch, Schacham, & Margalit, 2012) .
Integration is a psychological concept that concerns the establishment of genuine ties between individuals with special needs and -normal‖ individuals. In this study, we focus on integration by increasing the participation and involvement of students with HFA in the social and academic life that takes place at the university. In the field of education, integration is usually considered a concept that includes integration, diversity, inclusion, and participation.
Integration is the acceptance of the target culture by the minority group (Berry, 1991) . It has been found that integration can succeed only when the minority group desires integration and when the majority is open, supports cultural diversity, and therefore wishes to include the minority group. It has been argued that academic and social integration is a condition for perseverance and has a positive effect on academic achievements (Berry, 1991) .
Methods for Integrating Students with HFA
Academic institutions have three functions: teaching, research, and community service (Berry, 1991) . Therefore, any discussion on the ways in which students with HFA can be integrated into higher education should address these functions. In the current study, we address the contribution of teaching in a research university to community service.
1. Organizational support and assistance. In the past decade, the need for social-academic integration of students with HFA has come to the attention of the higher education system (The Israeli Society for Autistic Children -ALUT -website). The issue began as a local initiative and a project in one academic institution. Today, many academic institutions are embracing these students as part of their policy of community involvement. The Council for Higher Education is also supportive, both in terms of policy decisions and in terms of funding (Ministry of Education website). Reiter & Schalock (2008) distinguishes between two worldviews that guide work on integration: (a) the normative approach, which guided integration policy until recently and considers integration as the target of these efforts; and (b) the educational-humanistic quality of life approach -that has developed recently and considers integration as a condition for enhancing quality of life, which is the important goal (Oplatka, 2007; Vaandrager & Koelen, 2013) . Therefore, the transition to a policy based on educational-humanistic principles may enhance the quality of life of students with special needs, both in their integration in educational institutions, and in their integration in the community and its institutions.
In summary, it appears that the academic integration of students with HFA is a positive phenomenon and therefore it is important to examine the attitudes of all students and teaching faculty toward students with HFA in order to encourage their integration in universities (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007; Lockhorst & Admiraal, 2012) .
2. Teaching and a tolerant atmosphere. Notzer, Zisenwein, and Sarnet (cited in Hativa, 2002) , address seven points that represent the approaches and principles that are accepted in higher education teaching, and that correspond to the principles that have traditionally been used in teaching in yeshivas [religious education institutions], in which teaching and social-academic climate is of great value (Davidovitch, 2005) .
The learner's self-efficacy beliefs are related to variables and factors connected to the variety of learner traits and modes of learning and to teachers and teaching. Moreover, these beliefs are related to diverse features of the learning environment, which depend on the teaching practices in the organization. For example, students reported having higher abilities when they studied in schools with few disciplinary issues, where pupils were high achievers and came from a high socio-economic background. It appears that pupils' high abilities are related to a supportive learning environment and to the degree of involvement: pupils who reported feeling more strongly involved and having the power to affect decisions related to teaching and the curriculum also reported a high sense of abilities (Levinson, 1980) . In addition to the background and cultural features of the school, learners' abilities are also affected by factors related to the nature of the classroom, such as the prestige of the program, the subject. There are five directions that potentially have a positive impact on a learner's sense of ability (Bandura, 1997; Hativa, 2002; Levinson, 1980; Rich, Lev, & Fischer, 2000) . Notably, to our knowledge, these proposals have not yet been systematically evaluated in Israel or worldwide and therefore should be used with caution. The directions of action are:
 Increase collaboration among learners -Several studies (Levinson, 1980) found a connection between learners' self-efficacy and the collaboration that takes place with other learners. It appears that increasing genuine collaboration may have a positive impact on ability through three pathways: through discussions with other learners, the learner may improve his or her own learning skills; acquire new perspectives and insights on the topic; and learn better ways of conducting discussions, writing papers, and presenting them to others.
 Empowering learners -A learner's sense of empowerment depends on his or her perception of the resources that are necessary to promote his or her professional and learning achievements. Genuine, constructive, relevant feedback that emphasizes the learner's positive activities will also strengthen his or her sense of empowerment and self-efficacy.
 Professional and emotional support of learners -Research (Rich, Lev & Fischer, 2000) has shown that learner' self-efficacy increases following positive feedback by a person of authority in the organization. The caring that teachers and staff show increase learners' self-efficacy, especially in new learners who are as yet unable to base their sense of self-efficacy on their own positive experiences in the organization.
 Preventing harm through external projects -Multiple changes related to new learning methods, tasks, and curricula may impair learners' sense of self-efficacy. Actions that might prevent or moderate the negative effect of external interventions will facilitate and encourage a positive impact, which may increase learners' sense of self-efficacy over time. Organizational activities that offer emotional and professional support to learners in the period of change, and organizational efforts to involve learners in decision-making related to the changes, may act as countervailing forces to the natural decline in their sense of self-efficacy. All learners may be affected by problems related to self-efficacy beliefs, but it is reasonable to assume that some groups of learners have greater resilience and are less vulnerable to these problems. In contrast, other groups of learners may be vulnerable to a decline in their sense of self-efficacy and will require assistance from the organization. Examples of such groups include new immigrants, learners with learning disabilities, learners from a low socio-economic background, and learners with negative learning experiences (Levinson, 1980) .
 Tolerant atmosphere -Academic-social climate plays an important role in teaching and learning in all educational settings. This insight has been largely neglected with respect to higher education (Hativa, 2002) . When a lecturer is tolerant and understands that the learners in the classroom represent a broad range of needs, the lecturer will make efforts to adjust his or her teaching to the specific group of learners.
In this study, we chose to investigate "tolerant atmosphere" in an academic institution, compared to special teaching methods. Tolerant atmosphere was measured using a classroom environment questionnaire developed by Moos & Insel (1974) . The rationale underlying this questionnaire is that a consensus among individuals regarding the features of an environment constitutes a measure of the socio-academic climate of that environment (Moos & Insel, 1974) .
The contribution of this questionnaire to this study is in the connection that will be found between students' perceptions of the socio-academic climate and of the teaching staff that is responsible for a tolerant atmosphere. In other words, the teaching practice, as perceived by students, may be a fundamental factor in students' sense of success in their academic studies.
In summary, what kind of teacher and teaching practices are best suited for students with HFA, or students with special needs? Such teachers adapt their methods to the goals they wish to achieve, to the abilities and reasoning of their students, to the context of the learning, etc. To integrate students with HFA into academic studies, lecturers should be informed about HFA and adapt specific teaching methods and practices that match their personalities and goals. Such a process takes time and entails self-reflection and self-observation.
The Theoretical Model
Based on the review of literature, the starting point of the study is the assumption that academic institutions' support affects lecturers' academic climate and perceptions. The more intense and positive the institution's impact, the greater the potential for creating a tolerant atmosphere. At the same time, we believe that the institution has the greatest influence on lecturers' willingness to use advanced methods developed for students with special needs in an informed and beneficial manner to affect their integration.
The aims of the study are:
1. To examine the university's ability to contribute to the academic integration of students with HFA by influencing its teaching staff and students.
2. To identify the factors that have a positive impact on how lecturers promote the integration of students with HFA and their connection to the institution's support system.
The study included the above-mentioned variables that might also affect a tolerant atmosphere and the use of special developed methods, such as lecturers' involvement, -emotional response‖ to students with HFA, regular teaching methods, and familiarity with the field of HFA.
Research questions 1. Will the tolerant atmosphere be more positive when the academic institution is more involved and supportive?
2. Will lecturers make more use of special developed methods for students with HFA when the academic institution is more involved and supportive?
3. Will the tolerant atmosphere in the classroom be more positive and affect students with HFA when (a) the general lecturer involvement in class is higher; (b) when the lecturer has positive emotional responses toward students with HFA: when the lecturer is familiar with the field of HFA; when the lecturer is accustomed to use regularly in class new teaching methods?
Based on the aims of the research, the research questions, and the research literature, a model was developed to describe the influence of organizational support on tolerant atmosphere and lecturers' willingness to the use special developed methods with students with HFA. Figure 1 . Model of the effect of organizational support on lecturers' attitudes
Methodology

The Study Sample
All of the lecturers in Ariel University were approached by mail, and were asked to complete the study questionnaire. 
Research Instruments
Questionnaires were administered and a conceptual model was developed to describe the factors in the academic institution (lecturers) that affect the integration of students with HFA in their academic studies.
We used the following research scales in this study:
1. Familiarity with HFA -We used the personal detail questionnaire from a study by Sherman (2014) on higher education in Israel. The questionnaire includes items on familiarity with the field of HFA such as: Have you had experience teaching students with HFA? How extensive was your involvement? How extensive is your familiarity with the field of integrating students with HFA?
2. Organizational support, desire to acquire knowledge about HFA, special developed methods, tolerant atmosphere -We used a questionnaire on attitudes toward the integration of students with HFA in academic institutions, which is based on a research study on integration in youth movements (Vilchinsky & Werner, 2007) .
3. Emotions toward students with HFA -We used the Multidimensional Attitudes Scale developed by Findler, Vilchinsky & Werner (2007) . The questionnaire examines the emotional positive responses, and cognitive and behavioral components of attitudes toward people with disabilities. For the purpose of this study, we used the positive emotional responses section of this scale.
4. Lecturers' involvement, regular teaching methods -We used a social-academic climate questionnaire developed by Moss & Insel (1974) and adapted the items in this research to the current sample.
Statistical Procedures
First, the validity of the scales was tested, using Cronbach's alpha coefficient of reliability to measure the reliability of the items found in the factor analysis. The coefficients are presented in Table 1 below. Only the ‗organizational support' coefficient is slightly small. After the validity test we performed analyses to identify the variables that affect the dependent variables, special developed method, and tolerant atmosphere, using the SPSS statistical package. First, we conducted stepwise multivariate regressions to examine the nature of the effect of organizational support on tolerant atmosphere and lecturers' willingness to use advanced teaching methods with students with HFA. Then, a Structural Equation Modeling of AMOS 24 was conducted to examine the associations to determine whether they are direct or indirect. The benefit of using multi-path modelling software is that although the results are similar to regression results, multi-path models enable a deeper analysis of the ties between dependent and independent variables and within the group of independent variables, including direct and indirect associations. This analysis graphically displays a set of equations for the overt and covert associations and assigns numerical values to them. The software makes it possible to examine the nature of the theoretical model using several evaluation factors: Chi-square test, based on the number of degrees of freedom for rejecting the null hypothesis that the actual result differs from the theoretical model; NFI and CFI (the closer these values are to 1, the better the fit of actual results to the theoretical model; RMSEA is used for more complex models.
The findings of these tests are presented below.
Findings
To answer the research questions about the best method for integrating students with HFA in academic studies we conducted two stepwise regressions with the dependent variables: a tolerant atmosphere or the special developed methods. The results are presented below in Table 2 . The results for ‗Tolerant atmosphere' -Individual, institutional, and teaching factors explain 21% of the variance in tolerant atmosphere, F (3.86) = 7.550. The factor that contributes the most to explained variance is organizational support (β = .325, p < .01). The factor that makes the second greatest contribution to explained variance is special developed methods (β = -.322, p < .01): The more special developed methods are used, the lower the tolerant atmosphere, and vice versa.
Another variable is the "additional needed information on HFA" (β = -.119, p < .05): The more a lecturer wishes to acquire more information about HFA, the less the lecturer supports a tolerant atmosphere, and vice versa. It appears that lecturers feel that if they have more knowledge of HFA then the classroom climate needs to be less tolerant.
The results for Special developed method -organizational support and lecturers' willingness to use regular teaching methods explain 24% of the variance of special developed methods, F(3.89) = 9.210. The variable that contributes the most to the explained variance is a tolerant atmosphere (β = -.313, p < .01): The more tolerant the classroom climate, the less the need for special developed methods, and vice versa. The variable -regular teaching methods‖ makes the greatest positive contribution (β = .282, p < .01): The more the lecturer uses advanced teaching methods, the more he thinks that there is a need for advanced teaching methods for students with problems. Organizational support is another variable that contributes to lecturers' willingness to use special developed methods (β = .241, p < .05): The greater the organizational support, the greater lecturer's willingness to use special developed methods.
Path Analysis
In this study, we performed path analysis to examine the association between the dependent variables (special developed methods and tolerant atmosphere) and the independent variables. The results of the model show a high goodness of fit of the empirical data to the model (χ 2 value 5.126 (5), χ 2 /Df = 1.025, p = .401). All the relevant measures also showed acceptable levels of fit (CFI = .999; NFI= .975; RMSEA= .016) and the model was found to be valid.
The standard regression coefficients and their significance are presented in Figure 2 . Table 3 Organizational support has a low direct positive association with lecturers' involvement (β = .11) and emotions toward students with HFA (β = .32). No association was found between organizational support and teaching methods. General lecturers' involvement in class shows a low direct positive association with emotions toward students with HFA (β = .17). Lecturers' involvement also has a strong direct positive association with tolerant atmosphere (β = .40). Regular teaching methods have a direct positive association with special developed methods (β = .29). Furthermore, a negative association was found between regular teaching methods and tolerant atmosphere (β = -.54) and between tolerant atmosphere and special developed methods. Familiarity with the field did not enter the model. Explained variance of tolerant atmosphere is R 2 = 17% and the explained variance of willingness to use advanced teaching methods is R 2 = 24%. Furthermore, an effect of emotions toward students with HFA was found to have a direct and indirect association of .317 and an association of .164 of lecturers' involvement on organizational support. A negative effect was found of lecturers' involvement on emotions toward students with HFA.
Summary and Discussion
The results of this study show, as expected, that the institutional support provided by the university is an important factor that influences instructors' preferred method for integrating students with HFA, either a tolerant atmosphere or specially developed teaching methods. Lecturers' positive emotional responses and desire to be familiar and involved with HFA students influence lecturers' ability to provide effective support to students with HFA. Instructors believe that, together with other tools, the best way to help students with HFA is to ensure that organizational support is in place. Lecturers believe that their involvement in what happens in the classroom positively affects a tolerant climate. To get to know their students and their knowledge and needs, lecturers need to speak to students and become involved in their learning.
Organization support is also an important factor influencing the use of specially developed methods, but the most important factor that influences lecturers' use of special teaching methods is lecturers' experience with the use regular teaching methods.
The most surprising result is the negative relation found between the two teaching methods studied in the research for integration of students with HFA. The findings may be explained by differences in lecturers' qualifications. Lecturers who rely more strongly on their emotional attitudes tend to use a tolerant atmosphere in class, but lecturers who rely more strongly on their cognitive attitudes in their regular teaching, prefer to use special methods developed for these students. There is no need for a lecturer to use both systems. A tolerant classroom climate develops understanding of others and a desire to provide support to others. That is to say, you don't have to be an educator to create a positive atmosphere; it is more important to be tolerant. The use of special teaching methods does not affect the classroom climate, which remains unchanged for the other students.
In sum, organizational support plays an important role in the integration of students with HFA by creating a tolerant classroom climate and by helping lecturers select and employ appropriate methods of assessment for students with HFA. Ultimately, a supportive, tolerant atmosphere, positive ties with the lecturer, and appropriate teaching practices, with organizational support on all sides, enables students with HFA to realize their academic potential.
This study presents the perspective of lecturers yet it is important to adopt a holistic approach to a program designed to promote the integration of students with HFA, which includes the involvement of the following parties: the organization, the teaching staff, and the student body, including teaching assistants. Efforts should be invested to ensure a holistic perspective, meaningful learning in heterogeneous classes, and a tolerant atmosphere on campus in order to help individuals with disabilities integrate into society (Reiter & Schalock, 2008) . Academic institutions have three important functions: research, teaching, and community service. Academic institutions should support the goal of integration, and endorse one or both methods of achieving this goal. With respect to community service, the most important thing to have is a desire to accept students with special needs. Academic institutions should also adopt a holistic approach to support students with HFA that includes intensive support, activities to enhance students and lecturers' awareness of autism and understand the needs of students with HFA, and develop social and academic programs. Furthermore, academic institutions should be aware that a supportive social-academic climate, lecturers' involvement in students' learning, and the tools used by lecturers are significant factors that affect all students, and not only students with special needs (Ponomareva, Davidovitch, & Shapira, 2016) .
